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Re: Status of Certain OLC Opinions Issued in the 
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The purpose of this memorandum is to confirm that certain propositions stated in several 
opinions issued by the Office of Legal Counsel in 2001-2003 respecting the allocation of 
authorities between the President and Congress in matters of war and national security do not 
reflect the current views of this Office. We have previously withdrawn or superseded a number 
of opinions that depended upon one or more of these propositions. For reasons discussed herein, 
today we explain why these propositions are not consistent with the current views of OLC, and 
we advise that caution should be exercised before relying in other respects on the remaining 
opinions identified below.1 

The opinions addressed herein were issued in the wake of the atrocities of 9/11, when 
policy makers, fearing that additional catastrophic terrorist attacks were imminent, strived to 
employ all lawful means to protect the Nation. In the months following 9/11, attorneys in the 
Office of Legal Counsel and in the Intelligence Community confronted novel and complex legal 
questions in a time of great danger and under extraordinary time pressure. Perhaps reflecting this 
context, several of the opinions identified below do not address specific and concrete policy 
proposals, but rather address in general terms the broad contours of legal issues potentially raised 
in the uncertain aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. Thus, several of these opinions represent a 
departure from this Office's preferred practice of rendering formal opinions addressed to 
particular policy proposals and not undertaking a general survey of a broad area of the law or 
addressing general or amorphous hypothetical scenarios involving difficult questions of law. 

Mindful of this extraordinary historical context, we nevertheless believe it appropriate 
and necessary to confirm that the following propositions contained in the opinions identified 
below do not currently reflect, and have not for some years reflected, the views of OLC. This 
Office has not relied upon the propositions addressed herein in providing legal advice since 
2003, and on several occasions we have already acknowledged the doubtful nature of these 
propositions. 

1 This memorandum supplements the Memorandum for the Files from Steven G. Bradbury, Principal 
Deputy Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legal Counsel. Re: October 23. 2001 OLC Opinion Addressing the 
Domestic Use of Military Force to Combat Terrorist Activities (Oct. 6, 2008). Neither memorandum is intended to 
suggest in any way that the attorneys involved in the preparation of the opinions in question did not satisfy all 
applicable standards of professional responsibility. 



Congressional Authority over Captured Enemy Combatants 

A number of OLC opinions issued in 2002-2003 advanced a broad assertion of the 
President's Commander in Chief power that would deny Congress any role in regulating the 
detention, interrogation, prosecution, and transfer of enemy combatants captured in the global 
War on Terror. The President certainly has significant constitutional powers in this area, but the 
assertion in these opinions that Congress has no authority under the Constitution to address these 
matters by statute does not reflect the current views of OLC and has been overtaken by 
subsequent decisions of the Supreme Court and by legislation passed by Congress and supported 
by the President. The following opinions contain variations of this proposition: 

1. Memorandum for William J. Haynes II, General Counsel, Department of 
Defense, from Jay S. Bybee, Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legal 
Counsel, Re: The President's Power as Commander in Chief to Transfer Captured 
Terrorists to the Control and Custody of Foreign Nations at 4-5 (Mar. 13, 2002) 
("3/13/02 Transfer Opinion") (asserting that "the power to dispose of the liberty of 
individuals captured and brought under the control of United States armed forces 
during military operations remains in the hands of the President alone" because the 
Constitution does not "specifically commit[] the power to Congress") ('The treatment 
of captured enemy soldiers is but one of the many facets of the conduct of war, 
entrusted by the Constitution in plenary fashion to the President by virtue of the 
Commander-in-Chief Clause. Moreover, it is an area in which the President appears 
to enjoy exclusive authority, as the power to handle captured enemy soldiers is not 
reserved by the Constitution in whole or in part to any other branch of the 
government."). 

2. Memorandum for Daniel J. Bryant, Assistant Attorney General, Office of 
Legislative Affairs, from Patrick F. Philbin, Deputy Assistant Attorney General, 
Office of Legal Counsel, Re: Swift Justice Authorization Act at 2,12 (Apr. 8, 
2002) ("4/8/02 Swift Justice Opinion") ("Indeed, Congress may no more regulate 
the President's ability to convene military commissions or to seize enemy belligerents 
than it may regulate his ability to direct troop movements on the battlefield.") 
("Precisely because [military] commissions are an instrument used as part and parcel 
of the conduct of a military campaign, congressional attempts to dictate their precise 
modes of operation interfere with the means of conducting warfare no less than if 
Congress were to attempt to dictate the tactics to be used in an engagement against 
hostile forces."). 

3. Memorandum for Daniel J. Bryant, Assistant Attorney General, Office of 
Legislative Affairs, from John C. Yoo, Deputy Assistant Attorney General, 
Office of Legal Counsel. Re: Applicability of 18 U.S.C § 4001(a) to Military 
Detention of United States Citizen at 10 (June 27, 2002) ("6/27/02 Section 4001 
Opinion") ("Congress may no more regulate the President's ability to detain enemy 
combatants than it may regulate his ability to direct troop movements on the 
battlefield."). 



4. Memorandum for Alberto R. Gonzales, Counsel to the President, from Jay S. 
Bybee, Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legal Counsel, Re: Standards of 
Conduct for Interrogation under 18 U.S. C §§ 2340-2340A at 35, 39 (Aug. 1, 2002) 
("8/1/02 Interrogation Opinion") ("Congress may no more regulate the President's 
ability to detain and interrogate enemy combatants than it may regulate his ability to 
direct troop movements on the battlefield.") ("Any effort by Congress to regulate the 
interrogation of battlefield combatants would violate the Constitution's sole vesting 
of the Commander-in-Chief authority in the President.") (previously withdrawn). 

5. Memorandum for William J. Haynes II, General Counsel, Department of 
Defense, from John C. Yoo, Deputy Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legal 
Counsel, Re: Military Interrogation of Unlawful Enemy Combatants Held Outside 
the United States at 13,19 (Mar. 14, 2003) (declassified by DoD Mar. 31, 2008) 
("3/14/03 Military Interrogation Opinion") ("In our view, Congress may no more 
regulate the President's ability to detain and interrogate enemy combatants than it 
may regulate his ability to direct troop movements on the battlefield.") ("Congress 
can no more interfere with the President's conduct of the interrogation of enemy 
combatants than it can dictate strategic or tactical decisions on the battlefield.") 
(previously withdrawn). 

OLC has already withdrawn the last two opinions listed above, the 8/1/02 Interrogation 
Opinion and the 3/14/03 Military Interrogation Opinion. See Memorandum for the Deputy 
Attorney General from Daniel B. Levin, Acting Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legal 
Counsel, Re: Legal Standards Applicable under 18 U.S.C. § 2340-2340A (Dec. 30, 2004), 
available at www.usdoj.gov/olc/2004opinions.htm; Letter for William J. Haynes II, General 
Counsel, Department of Defense, from Daniel B. Levin, Acting Assistant Attorney General, 
Office of Legal Counsel (Feb. 4, 2005). We have also previously expressed our disagreement 
with the specific assertions excerpted from the 8/1/02 Interrogation Opinion: 

The August 1,2002, memorandum reasoned that "[a]ny effort by Congress to 
regulate the interrogation of battlefield combatants would violate the 
Constitution's sole vesting of the Commander-in-Chief authority in the 
President." I disagree with that view. 

Responses of Steven G. Bradbury, Nominee to be Assistant Attorney General for the Office of 
Legal Counsel, to Questions for the Record from Senator Edward M. Kennedy, at 2 (Oct. 24, 
2005). 

The federal prohibition on torture, 18 U.S.C. §§ 2340-2340A, is constitutional, 
and I believe it does apply as a general matter to the subject of detention and 
interrogation of detainees conducted pursuant to the President's Commander in 
Chief authority. The statement to the contrary from the August 1, 2002, 
memorandum, quoted above, has been withdrawn and superseded, along with the 
entirety of the memorandum, and in any event I do not find that statement 
persuasive. The President, like all officers of the Government, is not above the 
law. He has a sworn duty to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution and 
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faithfully to execute the laws of the United States, in accordance with the 
Constitution. 

Responses of Steven G. Bradbury, Nominee to be Assistant Attorney General for the Office of 
Legal Counsel, to Questions for the Record from Senator Richard J. Durbin, at 1 (Oct. 24, 2005). 

Here, we record our conclusion that the assertions excerpted above are not the position of 
OLC. 

It is well established that the President has broad authority as Commander in Chief 
to take military actions in defense of the country. See, e.g., Power to Use the Armed Forces 
Abroad Without Statutory Authorization, 4A Op. O.L.C. 185, 187 (1980) ('The power to deploy 
troops abroad without the initiation of hostilities is the most clearly established exercise of the 
President's general power as a matter of historical practice."); Training of British Flying Students 
in the United States, 40 Op. Att'y Gen. 58, 62 (1941) (recognizing the President's authority to 
"dispose of troops and equipment in such manner and on such duties as best to promote the 
safety of the country"). Furthermore, this Office has recognized that Congress may not unduly 
constrain or inhibit the President's exercise of his constitutional authority in these areas. See, 
e.g.. Placing of United States Armed Forces Under United Nations Operational or Tactical 
Control, 20 Op. O.L.C 182,185 (1996) (Congress "may not unduly constrain or inhibit the 
President's authority to make and to implement the decisions that he deems necessary or 
advisable for the successful conduct of military missions in the field"). We have no doubt that 
the President's constitutional authority to deploy military and intelligence capabilities to protect 
the interests of the United States in time of armed conflict necessarily includes authority to 
effectuate the capture, detention, interrogation, and, where appropriate, trial of enemy forces, 
as well as their transfer to other nations. Cf, e.g., Hamdi v. Rumsfeld, 542 U.S. 507, 518 (2004) 
(plurality) (describing important incidents of war). 

At the same time. Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution also grants significant war 
powers to Congress. We recognize that a law that is constitutional in general may still raise 
serious constitutional issues if applied in particular circumstances to frustrate the President's 
ability to fulfill his essential responsibilities under Article II. Nevertheless, the sweeping 
assertions in the opinions above that the President's Commander in Chief authority categorically 
precludes Congress from enacting any legislation concerning the detention, interrogation, 
prosecution, and transfer of enemy combatants are not sustainable. 

Congress's power to "define and punish . . . Offences against the Law of Nations," U.S. 
Const, art. I, § 8, cl. 10, provides a basis for Congress to establish the federal crime of torture, 
in accordance with U.S. treaty obligations under the Convention Against Torture, and the War 
Crimes Act offenses, in accordance, for example, with the "grave breach" provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions. This grant of authority also provides a basis for Congress to establish a 
statutory framework, such as that set forth in the Military Commissions Act of 2006 ("MCA"), 
for trying and punishing unlawful enemy combatants for violations of the law of war and other 
hostile acts in support of terrorism. Without suggesting that congressional enactment was 
necessary to authorize the establishment of military commissions, the President's support for 
enactment of the MCA following the Supreme Court's decision in Hamdan v. Rumsfeld, 548 
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U.S. 557 (2006), confirms this view. The prior opinion of this Office suggesting that Congress 
has no role to play concerning the prosecution of enemy combatants is incorrect. See 4/8/02 
Swift Justice Opinion at 17-19. Furthermore, the power "[t]o make Rules for the Government 
and Regulation of the land and naval Forces," U.S. Const, art. I, § 8, cL 14, gives Congress a 
basis to establish standards governing the U.S. military's treatment of detained enemy 
combatants, including standards for, among other things, detention, interrogation, and transfer to 
foreign nations. This grant of authority would support, for example, the provisions of the 
Detainee Treatment Act of 2005 that address the treatment of alien detainees held in the custody 
of the Department of Defense. We disagree with the suggestion in the 3/13/02 Transfer Opinion 
that this Clause does not permit Congress to establish standards of conduct for the military's 
handling of detainees, but rather "is limited to the discipline of U.S. troops." Id. at 5. 

The Captures Clause of Article I, which grants Congress power to "make Rules 
concerning Captures on Land and Water," id. cl. 11, also would appear to provide separate 
authority for Congress to legislate with respect to the treatment and disposition of enemy 
combatants captured by the United States in the War on Terror. Two of the opinions identified 
above reasoned that the Captures Clause grants authority to Congress only with respect to 
captured enemy property, such as enemy vessels seized on the high seas or materiel taken on the 
battlefield, and not captured persons, such as the fighters or supporters of al Qaeda and its 
affiliates who are detained by the United States in the global War on Terror. See 4/8/02 Swift 
Justice Opinion at 16-17; 3/13/02 Transfer Opinion at 5. This Office has substantial doubts 
about that view. 

Sources from around the time of the Framing suggest that the Founders understood 
battlefield "captures" to include the capture of enemy prisoners. During the Revolutionary War, 
the Continental Congress passed legislation concerning not simply the capture of enemy vessels, 
but also the capture and treatment of persons on board those vessels. See, e.g., 4 Journals of the 
Continental Congress 1774-1789, at 254 (Worthington Chauncey Ford ed., William S. Hein & 
Co. 2005) (1906) (prohibiting the treatment of persons "contrary to common usage, and the 
practice of civilized nations in war"); 10 Journals of the Continental Congress 1774-1789, at 295 
(Worthington Chauncey Ford ed., William S. Hein & Co. 2005) (1908) ("[I]f the enemy will not 
consent to exempt citizens from capture, agreeably to the law of nations, the commissioners be 
instructed positively to insist on their exchange, without any relation to rank."). Likewise, in 
1801, Alexander Hamilton observed that belligerents in war have the right "to capture the 
persons and property of each other." Alexander Hamilton, The Examination, No. 1 (Dec. 17, 
1801) (emphasis added), quoted in 3 The Founders' Constitution at 100 (Philip B. Kurland & 
Ralph Lemer eds. 1997). See id. ("War, of itself, gives to the parties a mutual right to kill in 
battle, and to capture the persons and property of each other. This is a rule of natural law; a 
necessary and inevitable consequence of the state of war."). Other early commentators similarly 
understood the "law of capture" to encompass the capture of prisoners of war, as well as the 
seizure of property. .See Richard Lee, Treatise of Captures in War 45-63 (2d ed. 1803) (tracing 
the evolution of the law concerning definition and treatment of captured enemies); Emmerich de 
Vattel, The Law of Nations 394 (Joseph Chitty ed., London, S. Sweet 1834) (1758) (explaining 
that persons or things "captured" by the enemy are usually freed as soon as they fall into the 
hands of soldiers belonging to their own nation); G.F. Martens, An Essay on Privateers, 
Captures, and Particularly on Recaptures (Thomas Hartwell trans.. Lawbook Exchange 2004) 
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(1801) (addressing the treatment by various nations of prisoners of war as part of the law of 
captures). 

The Supreme Court also presumed this understanding of the Captures Clause in the early 
decision Brown v. United States, 12 U.S. (8 Cranch) 110 (1814), in which Chief Justice Marshall 
considered whether by virtue of a declaration of war the President possessed authority to detain 
enemy aliens (both enemy civilians and enemy combatants) and to confiscate their property. 
After quoting the Captures Clause, the Court noted that Congress had enacted laws regulating 
both enemy aliens and their property in the War of 1812, and concluded that those laws should 
govern the actions of the Executive Branch in the conflict. See id. at 126 ("The act concerning 
alien enemies, which confers on the president very great discretionary powers respecting their 
persons, affords a strong implication that he did not possess those powers by virtue of the 
declaration of war."); see id. (citing an "act for the safe keeping and accommodation of prisoners 
of war"). Insofar as the early Supreme Court, relying on the Captures Clause, commented 
favorably on Congress's authority to regulate the treatment of prisoners of war—and, indeed, 
actually suggested that the exercise of such congressional authority counseled against locating 
the authority to detain enemy prisoners solely in the general war powers of the President—we 
have substantial doubts about the assertion that the Captures Clause grants no power to Congress 
with regard to the detention and treatment of enemy combatants.2 

For ail these reasons, the identified assertions in the five opinions excerpted above do not 
reflect the current views of OLC and should not be treated as authoritative. This Office 
previously has withdrawn two of those opinions in their entirety. Appropriate caution should be 
exercised before relying in other respects on the remaining three opinions. 

Interpreting FISA and its Applicability to Presidential Authority 

A number of classified OLC opinions issued in 2001-2002 relied upon a doubtful 
interpretation of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act ("FISA"). As the Department has 
previously acknowledged, these opinions reasoned that unless Congress had made clear in FISA 
that it sought to restrict presidential authority to conduct warrantless surveillance activities in the 
national security area, FISA must be construed to avoid such a reading, and these opinions 
asserted that Congress had not included such a clear statement in FISA. See Letter for Senator 
Dianne Feinstein and Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, from Brian A. Benczkowski, Principal 
Deputy Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legislative Affairs (May 13, 2008). All but one of 
these opinions have been withdrawn or superseded by later opinions of this Office. The 
remaining opinion containing this questionable proposition is: 

6. Memorandum for William J. Haynes II, General Counsel, Department of 
Defense, from John C. Yoo, Deputy Assistant Attorney General, Office of 

The survey of early historical examples in the 3/13/02 Transfer Opinion similarly does not support that 
opinion's assertion that an "unbroken historical chain" recognizes "exclusive Presidential control over enemy 
soldiers." 3/13/02 Transfer Opinion at 19. To the contrary, that history very usefully demonstrates a number of 
examples (such as the statute cited in Brown) where Congress passed legislation addressing the circumstances of 
captured soldiers. Although many of those measures simply authorized presidential action, and were careful to 
preserve broad discretion for the President, they reflect an early understanding that Congress, as well as the 
President, has relevant authority in this area. 
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